The Otto house (1904) in Clayton, New M exico , Candle-snuffer roofed tow er and Chippendale balustrade
decorate the facade.

The Old Otto House: Clayton
by Agnesa Lufkin
A fifteen -year-old boy, sitting at a cobbler's bench
and dreaming of wealth in far-off America - it's not
hard to imagine that scene in late nineteenth century
Germany, at the beginning of the Great Immigration.
Millions came, from all parts of Europe, and some did
realize their dreams - land, money and mansions. The
mansions adorn cities in every part of the United
States, including the West, and one of them adds
distinction to the architectural makeup of Clayton,
New Mexico.
Fifty miles from the Texas panhandle town of
Dalhart, and a hundred miles from Raton on th e Colorado border, Clayton, population 3,000, is in the
middle of ranch country, and ranch money paid for its
most notable residence, the "old Otto house ." Built in
1904 by sheep man Christian Otto, the house is a
monument to that definitive American success story,
the immigrant boy who made good.
Christian Otto, born in Germany in 1853, arrived in
New York in 1868, thereby escaping the compulsory
two years service in the German military which would
have faced him at sixteen. From New York he went to
the German community in St. Louis and then to
Waterloo, Iowa, but his difficulty with the language

and general homesickness made him restless. It wasn't
long before he boarded a westbound train and, sustained by a boiled buffalo tongue he bought for sixtyfive cents at the Cheyenne train station, traveled
hopefully to California.
In Red Bluff, California, Otto first worked as a
shoemaker, the trade he had learned in Germany, and
then was able, after several years, to save enough to
buy the boot shop. He was in business for himself. By
the early 1880's he had switched his investment to the
sheep business, and joined forces with another German immigrant, Charles Schleter. Otto would buy a
flock in California and drive them to Wyoming in the
spring. However, the Wyoming climate was severe
and the sheepmen began to head farther south to Colorado, in Denver holding the herd on the land which
would later be the site of the Brown Palace Hotel.
Weather and misfortune would push them farther
and farther south. In 1884 they wintered at Fine
Ernest's ranch in Byers, Colorado, and the next spring
camped at the foot of Greenhorn Mountain, where 600
head died from eating wild larkspur. In the winter of
1885 half the herd died because of hard conditions
-grass on the mesa and water at the bottom of a steep
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canyon. That summer they went down to Los Cedros
Ranch, in what is now Union County, New Mexico,
and this was the country where they prospered. By
1890 Otto was able to buy 3,900 acres of land near
Clayton; Otto and Schleter were both wealthy men.
In 1893 Christian Otto demonstrated his wealth by
building his first mansion on the five-acre site at the
northwest edge of the town of Clayton. When the
house burned in 1904, he rebuilt immediately.
The present house was built in 1904 on the foundations of the older structure, except for the tower at the
northeast corner. This tower was a fashionable (in
1904) addition requested by Mrs. Otto. According to
John Otto, the Christian Otto's son, the builder was A.
M. Blake of Trinidad, and the 3500 square foot house
cost $10,000. When the present owners were working
on the walls they found under the exterior wood
siding, first 7/8 inch sheeting, then 4" adobe, 4" dead
air space and finally 3/8" lath and plaster on the interior. This seems to have been what is called in the
area "adobe filled" - that is, the wall is framed with 2
by 4 or 2 by 6 studs and the spaces between the studs
filled with adobe bricks placed on edge.
The two-story frame displays a restrained Queen
Anne style, the corner tower its most fanciful expression. Painted a soft gray-green with darker green trim,
it blends into a sympathetic setting of surrounding
trees and generous lawn. The ornamental details include a gable bargeboard with sunburst and circlepierced edging, a bold cornice supported by carved
brackets, and a porch distinguished by fat wooden columns below and a Chippendale-style balustrade
above.
The addition of windows has converted the porch
into a garden room, in part replacing a conservatory
which formerly opened off the living room. Many porches in Clayton are glassed in, a practical approach to
the exigencies of the weather on the eastern New Mexico plains.
If it were not for the homey air of the porch, the entrance to the fourteen room mansion would be quite
formal, opening into the 16 by 22 foot entrance hall
with its staircase rising on the right. The stair is handsome if not elaborate. It has stock turned balusters and
handrail ending in a square newel with applied
molding and a footed ball finial.
Double doors which slide into wall pockets separate
the hall from the living room at left. This large, highceilinged room now has a fireplace opposite the hall
doors, but it is a recent addition. Clayton is situated in
grasslands, not timber, and when the house was built
firewood was too dificult to get. Another pair of
sliding doors opens from the living room to a dining
room of equal size; large multi-paned windows make
this a very attractive room. According to Clara
Toombs Harvey, a Clayton resident since 1895 and
author of a history of Union County, the dining room
table could seat forty guests and the Ottos set it
elaborately with damask and silver. As a child, Mrs.
Harvey was impressed with the servant's bell placed
under the table near Mrs. Otto's foot.
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Typical Queen Anne sunburst and decorativ e barg eboarc
gabl e, and bold, bracketed cornice.

Spacious entrance hall now opens into remodeled kitchen
Molding on new French doors was saved from walls ren
elsewhere.

Dining room once held oak table which seated forty.
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Economy

Stanley Structures Combines
Economy With Function In Industrial
Building Construction
Border Machinery Company
Albuquerque , New Mexico
Architect
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The Jaynes Corporat ion
Albuquerque
Structural Engineer
Randy Holt & Associat es
Albuque rque

Stanley
Structures

There are many building systems on the
market today. But none offer the cost saving
features and functional advantages of
prestressed conc rete.
This versat ile material's load -bearing
capacity provides reserve strength to support
process piping , conveyors , cranes or
whatever specialized equipment you will
need . Its clear-span capacity means your
floors won't be cluttered with numerous
supporting columns .

Reed Tool Company
Tubular Division
Houston , Texas
Designers, Engineers, Builders
The Austin Company
Houston

And, of course , the econom ic advantages of
building with prestressed concrete are the
same for any structure - low insurance
rates and reduced maintenance costs
coupled with quick construction and early
occupancy.
Whether your industrial building is to be a
small warehouse or a large factory complex ,
prestressed concrete offers you the choice of
a variety of architectural finishes to create a
building with the custom look you desire.

With the new Energy Code requirements, the Stanley Structures has developed a network
flexibility of prestressed concrete in reducing of prestressed concrete plants throughout
the West. When it comes to your next
heating and cooling loads in buildings is an
building project , give us a call. We have the
often cited reason for its selection. Another
capabilities and experienced personnel to
benefit is its hard, smooth surfaces that are
help you incorporate economy with function.
easily maintained in sanitary condition . This
is particularly important in the food
processing industry.

The Right Results From
The Right Approach

We've put it all togethe r befo re - countless
times. Our expe rience in design, production,
delivery and erect ion of structu ral and
architectura l concrete is second to none.
We have the know-how to economically
construct sound structu res with broad
appeal - the right results.
Our network of compan ies produces a wide
range of standard and custom building
components, permitting a variety of
combinations and assemb lies - the right
approach .

Stanley
Structures
A Subsidiary of The Stanley Works

Colorado
5801 Pecos Street
P.O. Box 21070
Denver, Colo rado 80221
Phone 303-458-6301

New Mexico
When the subject is prestressed conc rete
2340 Alamo Southe ast
structures, profess ional design consu ltants
Suite 106
welcome our specialized know ledge. Be sure Albuquerque , New Mexico 87106
to talk to us at an early stage in your
Phone 505-247-0391
planning.
Montana
1537 Avenue D.
P.O. Box 20336
Billings, Montan a 59104
Phone 406-248-7131

Texas
First Nationa l Bank Tower
Suite 570
6243 I-H 10
San Antonio , Texas 78201
Phone 512-734 -7923
Damson Oil Building
Suite 180
260 North Belt East
Houston , Texas 77060
Phone 713-448-8495
Wyoming
421 Livingston Avenue
P.O. Box 527
Cheyenne, Wyoming 82001
Phone 307-638-8931

Two large stair halls give the Otto house an open feeling, add drama to each floor.

Second floor bedroom is spiced with wooden tracery at
alcove.

The house was well designed for entertaining. Mrs.
Harvey says the hall, "formal parlor" and dining room
were thrown together for dancing and other large affairs, and refers to the Ottos' daughter Myldreth
remembering "the carpets being covered with wagon
sheets upon which wax candles were shaved to make
the floor suitable for dancing... the canvas sheets were
drawn tight and fastened to the baseboards, then the
wax applied."
To the right of the entrance hall were two rooms,
the music room in front with a round alcove in its corner tower, and back of it the library. These rooms
have now been combined to create a master bedroom.
Across the opening to the alcove a band of flat wood
tracery suggests an arch, one of the interior details
which shows the most Queen Anne exuberance.
Moldings used throughout the house are typical of the
era, and of other residences in Clayton. They are sixinch-wide facings, flat except for grooves on either side
of a center half-round, the corners filled by six-inch
squares with a circle motif at the center.
The kitchen is at center back. Originally it was
designed to be used by servants, of course, and offered
no more or less than any similar kitchen of its time.
The present owners have greatly enlarged the area, incorporating two porches, as well as opening the entirety to the front hall through double French doors. Back
of the library is a bathroom - original with the house
-and a back stairway. Both the second stair and the
bath's six-foot walnut-rimmed enameled tub were
noteworthy in the Clayton of 1904.
Upstairs, the Otto house is much more spacious than
many of its time, owing largely to the upper hall
which repeats the generous dimensions of the lower.
This hall is lighted by French doors onto a deck above
the front porch, and from it open six bedrooms and
one bath . The front bedroom over the former music
room also retains the lacy woodwork at its tower
alcove .
Outbuildings on the property include a carriage
house - local legend has it that the two Otto children
were transported to and from school in the carriage
-and a commissary. The latter was the distribution
point for supplies destined first for the various houses
on the ranch, and then to the sheepherders who would
load their packs on burros before heading out to the
range.
Mrs. Otto enjoyed her grand new home less than a
year. She died in 1905, leaving two young children. A
housekeeper was brought to Clayton to look after them
and subsequently married her employer. The second
Mrs. Otto, according to some of the family's old acquaintances, was not inclined to be sociable with the
townspeople and disassociated the children also, sending them back East to school. Christian Otto himself
continued to be prosperous and influential until his
death in 1932; among other things he was the part
owner of the largest hardware and general store in the
area, the Otto-Johnson Mercantile Company.
After Otto's death, the house slipped into a decline.
For years it was lived in only by a female relative, and
then locked up, still furnished but uninhabited. Trees
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and shrubs grew until the house was hidden in its own
grove; children whispered that it was haunted and
hu rried past. Then in 1969 Mr. and Mrs . J . B. Kimble,
Jr. moved to Clayton from their ranch, bought th e
"old O tt o house" and sta rted the enormous job of
restori ng and preserving it. Now, after nine years, the
house shows it is well cared for again, resp lendent
with refinished woo dwork a nd new flowered carpets.
More th an a hund red yea rs after Christian Otto
landed in New York , his house stands solid and impressive with a touch of th e fanciful in its tower and
trim. It might be making a stro ng, if silent, statem ent
about imagination and hard work and what a
shoemaker's apprentice in th e old country could
become in Clayton , ew Mexico .

SOURCES
The facts of Christian Otto's life were taken primarily from Clara
Toom bs Harvey's Not So Wild. the Old West (Denver: Golden Bell).
196 1.
Other so urces:
Kimble, Mrs. J . B.• Jr. Interview 2 October , 1978 . Clayton , NM
Otto , John . Letter to Mrs. Kimble, in her possess ion.
Thompson . Gold ianne . Clayton . the Friendly Town in Union County.
New Mexico (by) Mrs. Harry Thompson (and) Wm. H. Halley.
Collabo rator, Simon Herzstein. (Denver: Monitor), 1962 .
Twitchell, Ralph Emerson . The Lead ing Facts of New Mexican History.
Vol. IV (Cedar Rap ids: Torch). 19 17
Union County Lea der , 23 April 1969 , p . B3 .

Carriag e hous e - th e end w ith the high roof accommodated th e carriag e - behind th e Otto hous e, and th e
plains just beyond.
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On the subject of Post Modern ism we offer the followi ng song to
lift yo ur fall and winter spirits wh ich proves that our architectural
students are keeping up the creative traditions . Thes e ne w wo rds to
"The Street Where You Live " are by Mark Denton and Sc ott Finn.
both class of 1980, S chool of Architecture . Ya le University .

I have often walked down these halls before .
But I've never had to choose a style to use before .
Turn ing back a page , for it's all the rage
I'll design in the Post -Modern St yle.
I will cast out Mies; call the Bauhaus bad ;
Say the lnternation Style was just a silly fad .
Free now under Moore , less is just a bore .
I'll des ign in the Post Modern Style .

There's so much to learn
I've so much to know
Bottecelli, Borrornini, Michelangelo ;
All this history . it should set me free
To des ign in the Post Modern Style .
And then look at Phil, who has done it all:
Cromium steel and tinted glass make up a curtail wall.
But that Chippendale , it's so out of scale!!
Can I design in the Post Modern Style?

From Venturi's books , there is much to learn .
I'd Jove to do a luscious house like Robert Stern ;
And for orn ament , a broken pediment.
I'll design in the Post Modern Style .

So I've thought it through, and I have to say :
That Post -Modernism isn't really here to stay .
Looks like Corb was right - I'll go back to WHITE!
And to hell with the Post Modern Style!!

And OH , the wonderful feeling
Just to know that anything goes
But from the confusion I'm reeling
Can a metaphor shed rain when pa inted rose?

We are indebted to Mr. Denton. Mr. Finn and to the Alumni N e wsletter. School of Architecture . Ya le Unive rsity.
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